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The riot at Mackay's racecourse on Boxing Day, 1883, is often 
mentioned as an event significant not only in North Queensland History 
but in the wider context of racial disturbances in 19th century 
Australia. As recently as 1975 the riot was given national television 
coverage in a segment of "Peach's Australia" and it was included in a 
book based on the series. In a programme about Pacific Islanders, Bill 
Peach visited the racecourse with Faith Bandler, a prominent 
Australian of New Hebridean descent, and discussed the 1883 incident. 
He described the aftermath of the race meeting: 
For weeks afteirwards, the bodies of Kanakas 
who'd crawled away to die were found in the 
nearby sugar plantations.1 
As the racecourse fracas is undoubtedly the largest racial 
disturbance recorded between Pacific Island labourers and Europeans on 
the sugar plantations of 19th century Queensland, the conditions 
surrounding it deserve careful scrutiny. Some contemporary, and most 
later, accounts of the 1883 riot were exaggerated and romanticized. 
Two decades after 1883, when the mass deportation of Islanders ordered 
by the new Commonwealth was underway, radical journals clamouring for 
a White Australia, conjured up a vision of an epic battle on the 
racecourse, of white men defending their wives for hours from the 
onslaught of a savage "Kanaka" hoard. Folklore, reflected in Peach's 
account, has Islander dead being found among the cane rows for weeks 
. 2 
after the battle. Faith Bandler's recently-published novel Wacwe 
does little to de-romanticize this view. 
In this paper I intend to set the scene for Mackay in 1883, 
lead up to the Boxing Day riot and relate as precisely as possible the 
events of the day. Previous lectures in this series by P.M. Mercer and 
3 
myself outline the Queensland sugar industry last century, and provide 
a general background to the vital year of 1883. Further information on 
the Queensland sugar industry can be obtained from works by G.C. Bolton, 
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Kay Saunders, Peter Corris, Deryck Scarr and O.W. Parnaby. Here we 
are concerned with a cameo study: Mackay in 1883. 
The township of Mackay was established at the beginning of 
the 1860s. The first cane was planted in 1865 and sugar was first 
produced from primitive wooden-roller mills a year or so later. 
Commercial production of sugar began in 1868 when "Alexandra", the 
first large-scale mill in the district, came into operation. Assisted 
by supportive land legislation, and the availability of cheap labour 
g 
recruited in the Pacific Islands, the sugar industry shot ahead until 
1883. The only set back to this rapid advance was a disease known as 
"rust" which badly affected the cane in 1875-6. 
9 By 1883 the district had 31 major plantations and 26 mills 
of varying age and design. Bolton's History of North Queensland 
identified 1883 as the height of the boom in the sugar industry: five 
new mills were built that year in the Mackay district, after nine 
others had been built during the previous four years. In the census 
for 1881, just imder 6,000 people were recorded in the district, 2,087 
of them being Pacific Islanders. In 1883 the Mackay district 
produced 39% of the Queensland sugar crop and was the largest single 
J • 12 sugar cane producing area. 
1883 was an election year for Queensland, and in the elections 
the Mcllwraith Government fell. The new Premier was a Liberal, 
S.W. Griffith, and with his government came legislation that brought 
momentous changes to the sugar industry from 1885 onwards. The change 
of government did not affect the popularity of the Mackay representative: 
M. Hume Black, the owner of "Cedars" plantation, easily gained re-election 
with solid backing from the influential planters and settlers in the 
district. The planters of Mackay controlled the parliamentary seat; 
their influential and exclusive Planter's Association decided as much 
about the running of the district as did the government and the town 
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Council. Mainly upper^niddle class Englishmen who had minor connections 
with the British aristocracy, they formed an elite capitalist ruling 
class. Their lives were comfortable, though not ostentatious; their 
real home was still in the British Isles where most eventually returned. 
Although the planters controlled the politics, the social 
life and the finances of the district, they were a minority among the 
Europeans in Mackay. The main families owning or managing plantations 
numbered only a few dozen. The rest of the white population, town 
trades people, mill workers, ploughmen and overseers, were the link 
between the planter elite and the actual physical running of the 
estates including supervision of the large Islander labour force. 
Usually from the urban and rural working classes of Britain and the 
Continent, they had migrated to Mackay where they began a new life as 
plantation labourers, overseers and ploughmen. When they had saved 
enough money they launched out as small scale farmers themselves, taking 
advantage of easier land selection laws and the government-sponsored 
central mills developing after 1885. In 1883 a great number of the 
townspeople, and the plantation employees, attended the big Boxing Day 
racemeeting. The course was on the edge of the town, surrounded by 
some of the major plantations on the south side of the Pioneer river. 
Whatever the number of white employees and owners of the 
sugar plantations, the bulk of the work on them was done by the Islander 
labour force. Over 60,000 Melanesian men and women came to work on 
Queensland sugar plantations between 1863 and 1904, some willingly, 
others through force and deception on the part of the recruiters. Only 
a few thousand of the Islanders were in Queensland at any one time (over 
one third of them in Mackay), but this continuous cycle of labourers 
provided the plantation work force. In the early 1880s Mackay had an 
14 
Islander population which fluctuated between 2,000 and 4,000, 
depending on the state of the recruiting trade. 
Life in early Mackay was not always pleasant for the 
Islanders. They formed an alien group in society: indentured labourers 
who were neither slaves nor a freely mobile section of the working class. 
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European labourers working on the plantations shared many of the same 
hardships as the Islanders, but they were socially mobile and could 
rise to become farm owners. The Islanders stayed on the bottom rung 
of the societal ladder, restrained there by the racist attitudes of 
European Australia. 
Most worked for at least five and a half days in each week 
and were free to roam only at night, or on Saturday afternoon and 
Sunday. In 1883 no Christian missions had begun to operate amongst 
the Islanders in Mackay: although some Islanders, particularly New 
Hebrideans, had been contacted by missionaries in their Islands, the 
vast majority were still pagan. Their days off were spent visiting 
friends on neighbouring plantations, hunting and fishing, or visiting 
"China Town" in Mackay and.the other small townships in the Pioneer 
valley. On any Saturday night in the 1880s, 500 to 800 Islanders 
would stream into Mackay for their big outing of the week; they visited 
"China Town" for gambling, drinking and occasional whoring, and.to 
frequent the "Kanaka stores" which sold them cheap clothes and 
attractive baubles, often at exorbitant prices. 
Alcohol was a favourite vice of all groups in Mackay. 
Europeans, Asians and Islanders alike. By law Islanders were forbidden 
to consume alcohol, but they never seem to have found much difficulty 
in obtaining it. Some plantations made their own rum. of legendary 
potency. The District Court heard numerous cases concerning illegal 
supplying of alcohol to Pacific Islanders, and it was alcohol that 
was the root cause of the 1883 Racecourse riot. 
The racecourse reserve was one of the first pieces of common 
domain set aside by the Council of the infant town in the mid-1860s. 
At a time when main streets could be identified only on maps, the 
town fathers had set aside 160 acres for a racecourse reserve. The 
district planters, graziers and the leading men in the town made horse 
racing a major recreation; they were the members of the Turf Club, 
controlling its finances and holding the official positions. The 
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Sketch plan of the scene of the Mackay Racecourse Riot. 
(Based on a plan drawn by Police Magistrate W.R. Goodall, 
8 January 1884.) 
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reserve was initially a rather primitive affair and the first task in 
starting the early meetings was to chase the bullocks off the course. 
The Boxing Day meeting was an important event in the racing 
calendar, and people came from all over the district to attend: the 
women in their most fashion,able clothes, the wealthy males wearing 
moleskin trousers and a blue Oxford shirt, the working men in moleskins 
and a Crimean shirt. Only the cardsharps from the south, who frequented 
the course by the dozen, bothered to dress in gentlemanly attire. 
Reports on the riot have survived in various newspapers, in 
oral testimony, and in the official report of the incident to the 
Colonial Secretary. By piecing these together we can hope to get close 
to the truth about the events at the racecourse on that far off Boxing 
Day. 
The best surviving reports of the incident are from the 
Mackay Standard, and from Police Magistrate Captain Goodall's report to 
the Colonial Secretary. a report based upon evidence collected by 
Goodall himself, by A.R. Macdonald the Inspector in charge of Pacific 
Islanders, and upon their personal observations. The Maakay Standard 
report was undoubtedly written by H.B. Black, owner and editor of the 
paper. One of his brothers was M. Hume Black, Mackay's parliamentary 
representative; another was F.H. Black, a Mackay storekeeper who was 
present at the meeting with his family. Although Black's Standard was 
noted as a conservative newspaper and the mouthpiece of the planters, 
its reporting of the incident was a creditable piece of journalism. 
18 19 
Later reports, and contemporary reports from outside Mackay, present 
the story so that it is seen as an uprising of Islanders against 
Europeans: this is not the description of the events given by the 
Standard, nor by Goodall and Macdonald. Panic on the part of the 
Europeans, no doubt exacerbated on all sides by liberal consumption of 
alcohol, would seem to be mainly to blame for the riot. There was no 
wanton uprising on the part of the Islanders. 
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There is little doubt that the incident began when Dimmock 
the liquor booth proprietor refused to supply alcohol to a New 
Hebridean Islander, Boslem. According to Macdonald, the Inspector for 
20 
Pacific Islanders, Boslem was fully capable of causing a disturbance. 
Dimmock, the publican, on less public occasions had often 
surreptitiously supplied the Islanders with their liquid wants, like 
the other publicans and storekeepers in Mackay at that time. It is 
not altogether clear how the Incident developed after Dimmock's 
refusal. Although Boslem was drunk, and obviously began the row, no 
witnesses were produced who categorically stated that the Islanders 
deliberately provoked the Europeans. The most reliable of the official 
witnesses were Constable Patrick Kelly and Inspector Macdonald. Kelly, 
who was on duty at the course and reached Dimmock's booth almost 
immediately the fight began, stated in evidence that he was not aware 
21 that the Islanders made the first attack. Goodall, the Police 
Magistrate, in his report including Macdonald's evidence, stated no 
22 
more than that some white men had Interfered with the Islanders. 
The evidence of Kelly, Macdonald, Goodall and H.B. Black 
leads to the conclusion that Boslem and his friends were drunk; they 
either arrived drunk at the racecourse, or obtained their alcohol from 
Dimmock at his booth. When Boslem was refused service by Dimmock, 
obviously embarrased by so public a demand, a quarrel began among the 
Islanders, one of whom threw an empty bottle at some others. A 
bottle-throwing skirmish broke out among the Islanders, but some of 
the many Europeans around the booth were hit by ill-directed bottles. 
Clearly the Europeans could easily have avoided trouble by evacuating 
the area and leaving the violence to be suppressed by proper 
authorities. Instead, they joined in the fight. None too sober 
themselves, they returned fire with empty bottles and by the time 
Macdonald and the police arrived, fighting had got out of hand. Up to 
this stage there had been fighting among Islanders alongside fighting 
between Islanders and Europeans: now the Melanesians made common 
cause against the whites. 
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The Islanders, armed with bottles (not the fearsome array of 
spears and clubs that Queensland Figaro gave them credit for) forced 
the Europeans to retreat for a hundred yards. The two sides backed 
and advanced, attacking each other for some time, until reinforcements 
arrived from the nearby Caledonian hotel. The wire surrounding the 
course was cut, and a charge of fifty or sixty horsemen took place. 
H.B. Black described the scene he witnessed: 
The white men, excited and quite without control, 
galloped about in all directions where ever a 
black head was to be seen and pounced upon the 
wretched kanakas, knocking them down, riding 
over them, and kicking, and we are sorry to 
say in some cases brutally ill-using them.23 
Stirrup irons and riding crops were used by the horsemen as their 
weapons. 
Macdonald and Constable Kelly, with the aid of cooler-headed 
spectators, eventually drew off the attacking whites and defused the 
incident, but not before the fighting had spread to a nearby houses 
After the mounted charge, the Islanders who were still on their feet 
fled the racecourse: four of them, panic-stricken, hid in a house next 
to the course. Macdonald entered the house to find several white men 
surrounding an Islander named Medetoo who was lying on the floor, while 
George Goyner repeatedly struck him with a large piece of wood. 
Medetoo gave the following description of his-beating: 
one fellow take him stick and hammer me along 
head - he hit me a good many times, four 
fellow times. Blood come all over face one 
fellow hit him me....Me no throw him bottle 
at all. I see some fellow throw bottles -
when they started fighting - me run away -
some white fellow hit me along head in 
several places and on hand when I put up 
hand to save my head.24 
On the afternoon and night of the riot, the town of Mackay 
was bubbling with excitement and feelings ran strongly against the 
Islanders. At the start of the upset many women and children had fled 
25 
to the grandstand or to the safety of their homes in Mackay. Many 
feared that the riot would lead to a wider uprising of the Islanders 
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in the district, who as a group of able-bodied young men, far outnumbered 
their European equivalents. Police Magistrate Goodall took charge of 
the situation; although he considered swearing in special constables, 
he decided that the circumstances did not warrant it. Goodall 
prevented a group of working men from meeting in order to ensure that 
no Melanesians came near the town. In the late afternoon Goodall and 
Macdonald sent messengers and themselves travelled to various 
plantations, ordering employers to keep their Islander labourers out 
of the town that night. A police patrol was placed at each approach to 
Mackay to guard against any possible uprisings, but none occurred. 
Usually on a public holiday or weekend night, between 500 and 800 
Islanders came into Mackay: on the night of Boxing Day 1883 not one 
was to be seen. There was no further violence; life in Mackay 
gradually returned to normal. 
George Goyner, the European assailant of Medetoo was found 
guilty of assault and battery and sentenced to two months Imprisonment 
without option of a fine. Many of the Europeans around Mackay were 
outraged by the sentence passed on Goyner, whom they saw as having 
26 
acted in the interests of public safety. The riot had taken no more 
than an hour from start to finish. The numbers involved on both sides 
are never clearly stated. We know that fifty or sixty white men were 
involved in the mounted charge, and one source suggests that about 
thirty Islanders were imprisoned, some of them later sent back in chains 
27 to their islands in the New Hebrides. 
On one essential point, the number of Islanders who died 
during the fracas, or later from wounds received at the racecourse, 
there is a tantalizing lack of decisive information. Only two Islanders 
are recorded as having died as a result of the riot, but legend 
suggests a greater number. Many of the people involved (Europeans and 
Islanders) received serious injuries, although the ferocity of the 
mounted charge inflicted the most intense injury on the Islanders. It 
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is possible that any who died later as a result of injuries received 
on that day may have escaped identification as victims of the riot, 
but it would be unlikely that Islanders actually killed in the riot 
could fail to leave any evidence in documents, especially as there were 
people in Mackay who had a motive for emphasising, even magnifying, the 
seriousness of the affray. It is difficult to see why any whites 
should have wished to hush up immediate or later deaths, since the 
popular view of the matter was clearly that it was a dangerous race 
riot, not a case of vAiite fears having got wholly out of hand. 
An account written by Captain W.T. Wawn a few years after the 
event accords with the official figures. Though not himself a witness 
he was, as master of several recruiting vessels in turn, in touch with 
29 
many who were. Douglas Rannie, a Government Agent in the recruiting 
trade in the 1880s, implies that there were a number of deaths. Rather 
more valuable than that hearsay is his experience with Islanders in 
Aoba, Tanna, Tongoa and Ambrym who in 1884 refused to sign on for 
30 Mackay because of what they had heard of the Race Course Riot. There 
is independent evidence that Islanders returning from Mackay on board 
the JabberDook that same year discouraged new recruits from going to 
31 Mackay. Rannie also attributes many later killings of Europeans in 
the Islands to retaliation for the affair at Mackay. He may be right, 
though there were other reasons for difficulty in recruiting in 1884 
and for revenge killings of Europeans; and certainly any interruption 
to the labour trade with Mackay was short-lived. But resentment strong 
enough to produce these effects might have been aroused by the two 
deaths and numerous injuries known to have occurred, given the 
significance attached by Melanesians to even accidental bloodshed, 
without postulating a large number of unrecorded deaths. Faith Bandler, 
in a novel based upon the life of her father Macvie Mussington, 
published in 1977, claims that he helped dig a mass grave for the many 
Islanders killed in the riot. The many inaccuracies throughout her 
book, and its semi-fictional presentation, inspire little confidence. 
I find it very significant that in five years oral history 
research among Islanders living in Mackay, followed by two lengthy 
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visits to the Solomons, I have encountered nothing to support Faith 
Bandler's story, or that retailed by Peach in his documentary. Yet I 
do not feel able to reject out of hand the possibility that there were 
many more deaths than appear in the records; I regard the point as not 
yet settled. 
The incident is no more than a fragment of the past, but 
through it we may examine several aspects of Queensland society, and 
particularly that of the plantations in the 19th century. No extensive 
analysis can be attempted in the limited space available here, 
nevertheless several points can be made. The racecourse riot brought 
to the fore the problem of time-expired Islanders (men and women whose 
original three year term of indenture had expired). In 1883 there were 
about 200 in the Mackay district, one tenth of all Islanders. Time-
expired Melanesians usually had a better command of English, changed 
jobs as they pleased, and caused the most trouble for the police. In 
short they were a less subservient and less tractable form of labour. 
The bosses wanted labourers who did not object ot the repressive 
plantation system, geared to make a profit for those who had invested 
their capital. The main resistance to the plantation regime came from 
them and many of the men involved in the incident at the racecourse, 
were time-expired Islanders. 
The law forbade the sale of alcohol to Islanders, but sly 
grog sellers abounded and there seems never to have been any problem 
for the Islanders in obtaining the drink. The double standards of 
Europeans like Dimmock are revealed by his refusal to supply alcohol, 
when he and the other publicans were quite willing to take the 
Islanders' money on less public occasions. Another case in the same 
pericd concerns a man who was for decades an Elder in the Presbyterian 
Church at Walkerston. As a Christian sect the Presbyterians have 
always been very strongly anti-alcohol. Yet he was prosecuted for 
32 
supplying sly-grog to the Islanders. 
In 1885 two years after the riot, at Hill End, a small sugar 
town outside Mackay, the Mackay Police Inspector reported that the 
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publican sold alcohol to the Singhalese or Chinese who promptly re-sold 
it to the Islanders as a higher price. 
Planters have complained to me more than once 
about the danger that attends them and others 
on the Plantations when the Kanakas return 
intoxicated.33 
Also commenting on Hill End at the same time, Macdonald, the Inspector 
in charge of the Islanders, said that 
drunkenness amongst the islanders is an evil 
that goes on with very little check and that 
it is a cause of frequent disturbances 
resulting in various injuries and even loss 
of life is abundantly manifested.34 
It should also be made clear that drunkenness was not only a problem 
amongst the Islanders. Consumption of alcohol was a favourite past-time 
of all in Mackay. Not only the Islanders had drunk too much at the 
race meeting, if references in the various newspaper reports to the 
number of bottles available to be thrown around, are any guide. 
Violence in plantation society is another obvious aspect of 
the riot. Dr. Kay Saunders has compiled evidence of many incidences 
of violent treatment of the Islanders by the overseers on the 
35 
plantations at Mackay and in other sugar towns, and my documentary 
and oral history research has produced numerous other examples. The 
ferocity involved in the 1883 case is extreme, but it was definitely 
not an isolated case of violence on the plantations. Quite possibly 
some of the Islanders harboured grudges over past maltreatment of them 
by various Europeans. 
Coupled with the violence is the expression of sexual fear of 
other races by Europeans in colonial situations. Cartoons appeared in 
the newspapers in Queensland in this period with the lecherous savage 
36 
Islander being shot by a white woman protecting her virtue. Fear for 
for the safety of the European women and children at the racecourse 
was presented as paramount in the explanations of the violent actions 
of their menfolk. Class, race and sexual consciousness are woven into 
the plantation canvas, and all were potentially explosive given the 
delicate balance of the authority structure of the society. 
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One can also examine the performance of the Inspector for 
Pacific Islanders, the Police Magistrate and the police themselves. 
From what can be ascertained from the newspaper and official sources, 
given that the officials concerned obviously presented themselves in 
the best possible light, they appear to have taken all possible steps 
to control the situation. Again on a government level, the racecourse 
incident pointed to the need for decent hospital facilities for the 
Islanders. Few medical facilities were available to them, and the 
plantation owners were reluctant to establish basic medical treatment 
37 for their labourers, even by 19th century standards. 
As stated earlier, 1883 saw Queensland with a new Premier, 
S.W. Griffith, and the political control of the State's affairs passing 
from the Conservatives to the Liberals. In 1885 Griffith had legislation 
enacted to halt all recruiting of Pacific Islanders to Queensland. 
Malpractices involved in recruiting carried out in New Guinea waters, 
scandals over the high level of mortality amongst the Islanders, and 
over conditions in "Kanaka" hospitals in Mackay and other towns, all 
played their parts in Griffith's decision to rid the sugar Industry of 
its Melanesian labour force. The 1883 racecourse riot, coming as it 
did in his term of office, provided Griffith with a portent of 
possible future racial disturbances in Queensland. 
In a final assessment of the 1883 riot, on the best available 
evidence, it seems that over-consumption of alcohol by all parties, and 
irrational and unnecessarily severe retaliation on the part of the 
Europeans caused the disturbance to reach such high proportions. 
Although Boslem and his friends were not innocent of blame, the 
responsibility for the tumult rests just as squarely with the Europeans 
present on the course, and the general circumstances surrounding life 
in a repressive plantation system. 
Recently, researchers have begun to reassess what has come to 
be termed the "black resistance", including the impact of the plantation 
experience on the Melanesian labourers. Oral history collected from 
the descendants of the original recruits has revealed the extent to 
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which they maintained their cultural identity and never adopted the 
subservient stance that many European observers seem to believe. There 
are many instances where the Islanders retaliated against European 
oppression, secretly killing overseers and others who treated them 
unfairly. This does not seem to apply in the case of the racecourse 
riot. Although the skirmish obviously would have exacerbated discontent 
amongst Islanders in Mackay, it can not be regarded as a pre-meditated 
uprising: tjieir lack of weapons on the occasion is conclusive on this 
point. The Islanders in Mackay had large numbers of guns at this 
time, many steel axes and their customary weapons: clubs, spears and 
bows and arrows. There is no evidence to suppose that their initial 
Intention in visiting the racecourse was other than peaceful, as they 
were not prepared for the confrontation that developed. Perhaps even 
the word "riot" is a misnomer, as it implies an uprising by the 
Islanders. 
A re-interpretation from the Islanders point of view could 
easily make it "The 1883 Mackay Racecourse Slaughter", with the 
Europeans pictured as the irrational assailants. 
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